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The words of Laura Copenhaver, set to the marital notes of George 
Warren’s National Hymn, are calculated to stir even the most phlegmatic 
Christian hearts:
Heralds of Christ, who bear the King’s commands, 
Immortal tidings in your mortal hands, ...
Through desert way, dark fen and deep morass 
Through jungles, sluggish seas and mountain pass,
Build ye the road, and falter not, nor stay; 
Prepare across the earth the King’s highway.
Each stanza of this hymn is introduced with the sound of trumpets, a 
clarion reminder of past glories, and a summons to dedication in an uneasy 
future.
What is the world mission of the Church today?  Our forbearers 
seemed sure of their missionary objective fifty years ago, and they could 
state it in a very simple proposition – too simple, probably, but unambiguous 
at least: “The evangelization of the world in this generation.”  That is a 
neat slogan, something to put iron in your blood and stars in your eyes. 
But we claim more sophistication now.  We insist that their concept of 
evangelization was much too limited and we affirm that their goal was 
unrealistic.  We refuse to be guilty of oversimplification and will not be 
naive.  But for many of us the vigor and the confidence have begun to fade, 
too.
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Our churches are now regularly deluged with an avalanche of 
materials – printed, mimeographed, filmed, tape recorded; scholarly and 
popular, informational and promotional.  Much of this is provocative and 
important.  No one has time to consider all of it, and many of us pay 
little attention to any of it.  A few of us have become eclectic gatherers 
of information about every conceivable place on earth, yet have a sense of 
utter futility about putting it together in any pattern of basic convictions. 
What is really happening?  Is there faithful continuity in the transition 
from what seems to be outmoded to what is now intriguing but often 
bewildering?  Can basic missionary objectives for the mid-twentieth 
century be stated as unequivocally as our forefathers stated theirs?  It is 
with these that I propose now to deal.
Inadequate communication between mission boards and 
ordinary laymen is nothing new.  These boards have long worked against 
a widespread indifference with which it must be very difficult for them 
to be patient.  Most people in the churches have really given very little 
serious thought to a missionary responsibility statement. I insist this is not 
a careless generality nor is it unwarranted cynicism.  Many of those who 
do not understand, and who do not really care to are not solely responsible 
for their shortcomings.  They are products of a familiar sort of church life 
in America, which is a rather sterile preoccupation with parochial interests. 
They may even profess a concern for the spiritual welfare of “our people,” 
and this is sometimes accompanied by a kind of evangelistic zeal.  But 
evangelism, when it is unaccompanied by the clearly biblical obligation to 
service, becomes terribly selfish and ingrown.  Among the many forms of 
human selfishness, the sanctimonious variety is the most devilish.
I am also concerned that there is another, quite different, reason for 
the impasse.  Missionary interest where it does exist in our congregations 
is too often dominated by exclusively nineteenth-century concepts.  In 
large measure, this is sheer inertia.  Many of us dislike mental exercise 
and prefer to remain undisturbed while we reflect the ideas of a more 
leisurely yesterday.  And there are always a few who can expend a great 
deal of energy in championing the status quo against all challengers.  We 
Christians have a veritable genius for equating the practice of fifty or a 
hundred years ago with the biblical ideal.  We can speak piously of “getting 
back to the fundamentals” when we are really advocating a return to 
particular emphases and interpretations of our grandfathers.  This is not to 
say that our grandfathers were necessarily wrong.  It is not even to suggest 
that the mere passage of time assures progress.  It is rather to insist that the 
concern of the Church must always be with people in the contemporary 
situation.
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The Christian Gospel itself, with its clearly defined missionary 
directives, remains constant.  But the way people live, and therefore the ways 
in which they are most likely to respond, are in continual flux.  So, it is that 
our missionary responsibility must now be geared to conditions in the mid-
twentieth century, not the nineteenth.  I say this in the devout conviction 
that everything basic to the biblical imperatives must be preserved.  There 
are fundamentals, and the missionary movement should be least of all 
willing to compromise any of them no matter what the circumstances.  But 
a defense of those basic principles will not be accomplished by confusing 
them with what is merely antiquated.
Nothing is worse than complacency, a willingness to go on phrasing 
the same pious platitudes, oblivious to social and political developments all 
around us.  The mission boards have tried to keep us alert.  Many people 
in the churches relish new ideas.  Some of them come awake for the first 
time when something new and fresh is introduced.  But others are resistant 
to almost anything unfamiliar and begin to look for ulterior motives when 
some large church agency advocates it.
While some time-honored, foundational ideas seem to be ignored 
or at least under emphasized in the new missionary literature, this does 
not mean that they have been repudiated.  The writers are dedicated to 
enlarging our ideas, a full time job without also reiterating what we are 
already supposed to know.  They have a right to assume that ministers and 
laymen alike are responsible for providing the basic missionary instruction 
in our churches, and we are really without excuse if we have failed to do so. 
A thoroughly embarrassing rebuke in the New Testament, addressed to a 
much earlier generation of Christians, is peculiarly relevant at this point: 
“Though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach 
you again the first principles of God’s world,” (Hebrews 5:12, RSV).  It is 
evident enough that the literacy rate in our churches regarding missionary 
objectives still leaves a lot to be desired, but we must not blame it entirely 
on the mission boards.  By this time, we ought to be teachers, indeed.
Now, to restate briefly the purpose of what follows: It is this 
writer’s conviction that there is inadequate communication between the 
most progressive mission boards and ordinary church members.  This is in 
part because of natural resistance to change, confronted by new ideas which 
have not yet become clearly enough related to time-honored convictions.  I 
am convinced that there is essential continuity between “old day” and “new 
day” strategy, but that the relationship badly needs clarification.
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Protestant Christians of the nineteenth century seemed to have 
very clear and forthright ideas about their missionary responsibility. 
This continued into the early part of the present century with increasing 
momentum.  Much of it was uncluttered by the considerations of 
sociology and anthropology, often to the point of naiveté, but it had plenty 
of backbone and stamina.  For more than four decades after 1886, almost 
every college and seminary campus in America had a Student Volunteer 
Band.  Many thousands of young people subscribed to the pledge: “It is my 
purpose, if God permit, to become a foreign missionary.”  Over the years, 
more than 30,000 Student Volunteers found God permitting and went 
out to serve under the auspices of numerous boards and agencies.  The 
missionary image was very clear in those days, and it was heroic.  There 
were Livingstone, Judson, Chalmers, Paton, and the other hardy pioneers 
to emulate.  The physical dangers faced by these pioneers appealed to the 
enthusiasm of youth.  Marching into trackless wilderness always captivates 
youthful imagination, and these were men of dauntless courage.
To be foreign missionaries was clearly, what the Lord expected of 
multitudes and they were ready, without further ado, to take up Bible and 
sun helmet in response to the call.  It helps to sing your dedication, and 
in moments of high resolve the young people of yesterday sang together:
It may not be on the mountain’s height 
Nor over the stormy sea;
It not be at the battle’s front  
My Lord will have need of me.
But if by a small voice He calls  
To paths that I do not know,
I’ll answer, “Dear Lord,  
With my hand in Thine,
I’ll go where you want me to go.”
To be sure, zeal born in the flames of emotional fervor is not of 
itself adequate preparation for missionary service.  There is always the risk 
that some people least qualified otherwise may be most amply endowed 
with zeal.  Robert E. Speer once said it is no more true that every pious 
youth should be a foreign missionary than that every good citizen should 
be an ambassador.  The boards have been quite aware of that fact ever since 
the English Baptists organized the first mission society of the modern era 
in 1792.  Consequently, the screening process for missionary applicants 
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has usually been more selective than for any other church vocation.  Yet, 
the importance of zeal, unqualified dedication to a cause, is indisputable.
REORGANIZING FOR A NEW DAY
Structural changes in organization for missionary enlistment 
and promotion are already evident.  In the fall of 1959, the Student 
Volunteer Movement closed its familiar office in New York City and 
merged organically with the Student Christian Federation.  SVM groups 
in colleges and seminaries had begun to disappear in the 1930’s.  After 
1945, there were notable efforts to revitalize the missionary challenge on 
these campuses, but within the larger framework of the Student Christian 
Movement and no longer in more exclusive associations of prospective 
candidates for foreign missionary service.  In fact, the term “foreign” has 
become something of an anachronism in missionary vocabulary.  Almost 
nobody talks out loud any more about the “heathen” and there is more 
dispassionate analysis of social and religious conditions in other parts of 
the world as they relate to the Christian obligation.  It is much easier 
now to find the good in non-Christian society and to compare some of its 
evils with our own weaknesses and failures.  In any discussion group that 
unwary soul who ventures to criticize the caste system in India better be 
prepared with some explanations of what happened at Little Rock, too. 
The great interdenominational youth conferences, long associated with the 
fame of Mott, Wilder, and Speer, are still held quadrennially although the 
character of those meetings has changed.  More overseas students now 
participate in both planning and attendance, and this is an improvement.
Radical changes have also taken place in one denominational 
organization after another.  Gone is the day of the Women’s Missionary 
Society.  Now it is Women of the Church or the Women’s Association, some 
designation, which clearly implies more comprehensive responsibility but 
which also, includes mission study and promotion.  The philosophy of this 
is sound.  Missionary interest should not be kept in isolation.  It belongs in 
the warp and woof of our entire Christian education program, the whole 
of our faith and responsibility as Christians, and so integration is clearly 
in order.  But we must take care that in being merged the missionary concern 
does not become submerged.  Women’s Missionary Societies were a safeguard 
against that, and I am never disposed to be very critical of the ones I have 
known.  Some of them may have tended to be a little exclusive about 
rather jealously guarding their proprietorship of this particular concern. 
But instead of criticizing their shortcomings I find it more appropriate to 
thank God that some women tried to keep alive the vision of our Christian 
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responsibility to the whole world when the rest of us could not see beyond 
the walls that housed us for worship.  And if their somewhat monotonous 
reiteration of “What are we doing for the missionaries?” alienated a few 
complacent members of the congregation – well, some people are easily 
alienated!
Among the men, who were more resistant to mission study anyway, 
the venerable Laymen’s Missionary Movement has long ceased to have any 
considerable impact.  In recent years, that Movement continued to print 
and circulate a one-page annual program suggestion, but I am unaware of 
any other activity on their part and unconvinced that the annual program 
was very widely used.  The contemporary Men’s Brotherhood or Men of 
the Church is now charged with more comprehensive responsibilities than 
anything the Laymen’s Missionary Movement ever envisioned. Youth 
work in most denominations has also become a training school for the 
whole denominational program.  This includes the missionary cause, of 
course, but it leaves little time for the emergence of specialized “societies 
for missionary inquiry.”
In the last ten years the Sunday Church School curriculum has also 
undergone radical changes, most of them a vast improvement over what 
had become much too perfunctory.  There, as in other church publications, 
missionary emphasis is completely interwoven with other aspects of 
Christian education.  So it is that both recruitment of missionaries and 
more general promotion of the missionary cause in American churches has 
changed.  A return to the older ways is neither feasible nor desirable, but 
new fires of interest and devotion for the new day need kindling.
A FRESH LOOK AT THE OBJECTIVE: “MISSIONS” VS. “MISSION”
Merely changing local organizations in accordance with a 
denominational directive carries no guarantee of new vitality.  And we 
must be careful lest such missionary interest as we already have gets lost 
in the shuffle.  Where a concept of the whole Church in Mission has really 
caught hold in congregations there is already a remarkable new impetus. 
But where it has not been understood the result is lamentable; there is a of 
confusion and disillusionment among those who remember nostalgically 
that the second Tuesday of every month used to be ‘‘missionary day,” 
complete with sandwiches.  Little will be gained by reorganization unless 
Mission elicits at least as much dedication as missions did for their most 
ardent protagonists.
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Most people still find it much easier to become enthusiastic about 
very specific and concrete objectives than about more general causes.  That 
is why it is simpler to rally emergency support for a crippled children’s 
hospital in almost any town than to get the benevolence budget of the 
local church off the ground.  The benevolence budget may help to support 
institutions, which together render a thousand times as much service, but 
unfortunately, that is not always made clear.  “Benevolence” is a rather 
nebulous idea to many people, nice but somewhat fuzzy and not very 
urgent.
In the same way, “Mission of the Church” can be used in such a 
perfunctory manner as to leave the impression that it is merely a pious 
phrase, quite unrelated to everyday reality.  When that happens, people do 
not actually oppose the concept any more than they would challenge the 
virtues of motherhood or international friendship.  But they do not sense 
much urgency about it.  A new fire must be kindled to make us even more 
enthusiastic about the Mission of the Church as a whole than about helping 
a missionary to Ecuador, for example, who showed his slides at our church 
family-night dinner.  It does not mean ignoring that missionary; it means 
listening to his story and seeing his pictures in a different perspective than 
otherwise.  He may even need to take a wider look at his own function. 
Missionaries, like all the rest of us, sometimes have difficulty in seeing 
the forest for the trees.  He is not simply a missionary to some Indians in 
Ecuador; he is a colleague of everyone else who is serving Christ anywhere 
on earth.  Those Christian Indians he told about are fellow workers in the 
same task.  Some of them know it, too, more clearly than many of us do.
Denominational headquarters would take a very dim view of our 
designating the entire benevolence budget of the local church for that 
missionary in Ecuador.  Their objection is not because they are bureaucrats, 
eager to curtail congregational rights in the interest of centralized authority. 
They share our concern for his work and will see that he gets support for 
it proportionate to his part in the total responsibility they want us to keep 
in view.  Quite naturally, he thinks his particular job is the most important 
and crucial of the lot.  We admire him because he regards it so highly.  But 
there are many others who do not have the gift of saying it as persuasively as 
he does, or about whom our congregation is not even aware.  Suppose that 
the work of all those were handicapped because of our shortsightedness.
Mission (in the singular and spelled with an upper-case M 
to distinguish it from particular but detached mission projects) is not 
inherently nebulous, although we may have to stretch our minds to 
comprehend it.  There is really nothing new about this concept.  It belongs 
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to the heart of the New Testament and has the endorsement of every 
competent theologian from Paul the Apostle to the present.  For that matter 
Church (in the singular and spelled with an upper-case C to distinguish 
it from particular congregations or denominations) is also hard for many 
people to understand.  Even those who repeat every Sunday, “I believe in 
the holy catholic Church,” may be unimpressed by much more than an 
uncomfortable feeling about the word “catholic.”  Unimpressed, that is, 
until someone really takes the trouble to explain it.  Then the realization 
that they belong to something larger, and much more wonderful than a 
congregation, or even a denomination, dawns upon then with the warmth 
of the morning sun.  Then they understand that churches are meaningful 
only as they are consciously part of the Church.  In the same way, missions 
have Christian validity precisely because they are expressions of the 
Church’s Mission.
I am not referring to mere transplantation of the particular 
church order and government familiar to us.  I do not refer primarily to 
any organizational pattern, because the Church is first of all a spiritual 
fellowship.  That fact should never be obscured.  Yet, I become increasingly 
impatient with those who speak as though the institutional aspect of the 
church were inherently evil.  Where people band together for any common 
purpose, an institution has been formed.  Some kind of standards, some 
division of responsibility, and some means of implementing the purposes 
are inevitable.  Even those who devote themselves to decrying the 
institutional evils of the Church eventually organize to complain!
Of course, one should not take the equally absurd position of 
defending ecclesiastical bureaucracy per se.  The importance of the Church 
is not because it has institutional forms. It has developed institutional 
forms to implement its purposes, and they are useful only if they serve that 
function.  Sometimes they become top-heavy, even decadent.  It is quite 
possible for people to be so preoccupied with keeping up the machinery 
that they lose sight of what the machinery was intended to accomplish. 
Yet, this is by no means inevitable.  We may be grateful for the ways in 
which God has always used our human institutions with their partially 
adequate creedal statements, their tolerable polity and their reasonably 
effective boards and agencies to accomplish his will.  Inadequate as they 
may be, they are usually far better than none, and we may be sure that the 
new Christians in other parts of the world will continue to organize.  They 
may be able to learn from our mistakes how to avoid some of the excessive 
bureaucracy, which burdens the older churches, but there is no guarantee 
even of that.
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The point is that apart from consciously working toward the further 
emergence of the Church – the development of Christians in community 
– nothing that is done can properly be called the Christian Mission. 
Missionary obligation is not merely to render service to all mankind in their 
various needs.  Except as service is performed in the name of Christ and in 
the well articulated hope that people will be introduced to him thereby and 
become his disciples, it is less than the Church in Mission.  This is what 
distinguishes missionary service from other benevolent enterprises which 
may be valuable allies but which must not be regarded as coterminous with 
the Church’s Mission.
President Kennedy’s Peace Corps is one of the most recent secular 
organizations through which American citizens can work with the people 
of other countries to provide economic, social, or educational assistance. 
Since it is a government agency, its emissaries are appointed regardless of 
creed.  This is exactly as it should be in accordance with the principle of 
the separation of Church and State.  The Peace Corps is a commendable 
humanitarian program, which deserves our support.  Its objectives include 
many of the services, which Christian missionaries also render.  There are 
possibilities for effective collaboration both in the orientation of personnel 
and in overseas projects.  Yet, the Peace Corps and the Christian Mission 
cannot be regarded as identical.  Missionaries are never appointed regardless 
of creed.  Their clear obligation is to witness as committed servants of 
Jesus Christ, purposefully working toward the extension of the Christian 
community throughout the world.
RECAPTURING A SENSE OF URGENCY
“The evangelization of the world in this generation” was an 
ambitious slogan, an affirmation of both confidence and urgency.  In 
large measure, the international climate nourished this confidence among 
people in the West.  The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
years of expansive optimism in Europe and America.  Colonial rule by the 
traditionally Protestant nations was at its height, and hence missionaries 
were given ready entree into many parts of the world.  Now the political 
situation has radically changed.  Neither the prompting nor dubious 
protection of empire can any longer be depended upon.  Far-flung empires 
have melted away and the “white man’s burden” has quite evidently become 
the dark man’s grievance.  We have learned, though we may be reluctant to 
acknowledge it, that heathenism is indeed a laternal running through all 
cultures including our own.  And so more humility becomes us now, but 
no less valor or integrity or sense of urgency.  Christians are still needed to 
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serve on all the frontiers of evil, much of it more complex and diabolical 
than Judson confronted in Rangoon when he landed there in 1812.
I confess a personal reluctance, which is more than nostalgic at 
seeing the word “missionary” less often used as a noun in our current 
vocabulary.  It is true that in some quarters, the word has become associated 
with the unpleasantness of a paternalistic era, and the paternalism 
is unfortunately persistent.  It is also true that the “fraternal-worker” 
relationship is a healthy emphasis for both sending and receiving churches. 
This new terminology is desirable for reasons, which I shall discuss in more 
detail later.  Yet the important concept of being sent forth is explicit in the 
older term whereas it is in the new one only by implication.  Learning to 
work fraternally – as co-equals – is highly important, even crucial.  But 
the primary characteristic is still more important.  The best of fraternal 
relationships are inadequate apart from the clear consciousness of being 
sent in obedience to God’s call through the Church.  This consciousness 
sustained the pioneers when the frontiers were largely geographical.  It is 
still needed to sustain us on the more enervating frontiers of social turmoil. 
Perhaps when the fear of colonialism has been finally dissipated, we may 
find it expedient to recapture verbally what has never been lost spiritually. 
A hopeful sign of that possibility is the fact that many Christians in the 
younger churches continue without embarrassment to speak of both our 
emissaries and theirs as missionaries.  Perhaps they do so from long habit 
or inertia.  But it may also represent a continuing appreciation for the 
meaning of the word.
The early missionaries felt an urgency about proclaiming the 
Gospel in far places of the earth.  Livingstone’s most recent biographer 
says:
There was something in the character of those Victorian 
missionary pioneers, men and women alike, a sincerity 
that brooked no compromise with truth, an intensity of 
affection unalloyed by sentiment, and a Christian fortitude 
impervious to the worst that fate could do.  The cause of 
the proclamation of the Gospel transcended any earthly 
relationship.
Somehow, this zeal must be recaptured without perpetuating an outmoded 
paternalism.  The thrilling days of pioneering on geographical frontiers 
may be almost over, but the social jungles and wastelands are as trackless 
and baffling as ever.  These will not be conquered in a guerilla campaign 
waged by independent bands of a few heroic missionary soldiers.  They will 
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yield only to a united front.  The hearty collaboration of all Christians in 
this enterprise, directed by the Holy Spirit, is a new Reformation needed 
by the Church in our day.  We must extend a genuinely ecumenical spirit 
beyond the ivory towers of conferences and theological dialogues into 
every local parish where ordinary laymen may dedicate themselves to a 
large objective: the Mission of the whole Church to the whole world.
Is it sophistication that makes world Mission seem less urgent to 
us now?  Some of the old expressions like “a passion for souls” have fallen 
into disuse or even disrepute among people of the major denominations. 
Such phrases seem alien to modern ecclesiastical vocabulary.  Perhaps 
this is because they are associated with a pietism, which was exclusively 
otherworldly, and we want no return to that.  But it may simply be that 
we are now embarrassed to show passionate and sustained concern for any 
cause!  One thing is certain – true religion is much more than an intellectual 
exercise.  Unless it gets into the emotional and volitional levels it does not 
amount to much.  New vitality in Mission will not come of reviving old 
and threadbare phrases, but it must be predicated on spiritual convictions. 
Our Mission is the evangelization of the world, the discipling of the 
nations.  This is not an avocation, something we may or may not undertake 
depending on whether we happen to be “mission minded.”  Christians 
are saved in order to serve, not to indulge themselves in sunbathing on 
the pleasant beaches of eternal security.  Mission is the chief business of 
the whole Church, the major reason for the Church’s existence.  Urgency 
about it is born of the conviction that nothing in the world is as important 
as knowing Christ.  For a dedicated Christian this conviction transcends 
every appreciation he may have of other cultural or religious values.  He is 
constrained to affirm that all progress toward political order and economic 
well-being anywhere in the world is incomplete without Christian faith 
and discipleship.  He cannot consent to the fuzzy generalization that “all 
religions are trying to say just about the same things in different ways.” 
On testimony of the Bible and through their own spiritual experience 
Christians know that only Christ is sufficient to meet the needs of all men. 
This we continue to affirm even when we are willing to admit that much 
to be found in other religions is praiseworthy.  And on this conviction of 
Christ’s unique adequacy the whole Mission of the Church rests.
This is not some preposterous arrogance that we have developed 
a religious philosophy superior to anyone else’s.  Christians should be 
humbly reluctant to claim any unusual religious sensitivity or uncommon 
devotion.  There is revelation in other faiths and human devotion, which is 
quite genuine.  God has never left himself utterly without witness at any 
time or in any place.  But Christianity is unique in the content of what 
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God has revealed through his incarnation – his complete identification 
with mankind in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. 
This revelation is both distinctive and crucially important.  It demonstrates 
the loving, personal relationship of God as Father, an affirmation found 
nowhere outside of Christendom.  It declares that sin is alienation from 
God through disobedience to his will, and that reconciliation for his life 
and the life to come is in man’s response to God’s own gracious self-giving. 
This diagnosis of sin and offer of salvation in Christian faith is without 
parallel in any other religion.  The Resurrection of Christ is qualitatively 
different from anything else in its nature and purpose.  And the resurrected 
life of Christians through faith has both moral quality and spiritual vitality, 
which are inseparably related to Christ’s Resurrection.  These are not 
matters of secondary importance which can be matched in some other 
faith which is “pretty good and seems to suit the people.”  In its purest 
form, missionary concern is simple gratitude for how much God has 
revealed in Christ and humble desire to share it with everyone else in the 
world.  Let us rejoice in whatever revelation of God is in other religions, 
but let us continue to insist that without Christ it is not enough.  That, in a 
very simple statement of it, has always been and continues to be the heart 
of the Christian missionary dynamic.
We do not help our cause among non-Christians by continually 
representing the ugliest side of their religious practices as though it were 
the whole of the religion.  If we are to be convincing to thoughtful people 
anywhere, we must be able to show that Christianity is better than the 
finest aspects of any non-Christian faith.  There is excellent precedent for 
this in the New Testament.  The author of Hebrews describes Judaism at its 
best, and then goes on to affirm the superiority of Christ in every respect. 
Of course, Judaism is significantly different from the other religions in its 
relationship to Christianity.  But the superiority of Christ is surely no less 
evident in comparison with the best of other practices and philosophies.
A popular way of demonstrating the “depravity” of Hinduism has 
long been to show pictures of the goddess Kali with her swollen, blue 
throat, lolling tongue and garland of skulls, standing on the prostrate 
form of Siva.  “This is Hinduism,” we say in a smug manner and without 
even bothering to learn what Kali symbolizes.  Of course, it is Hinduism 
in one of its expressions.  But it is by no means the whole of that faith 
and representing it as such is essentially unfair.  Now turn the tables, and 
imagine Christianity treated in a comparable manner.  Suppose that a 
Hindu, armed with camera and color film, went to the town square in one 
of our less enlightened American communities while the snake-handling 
cult practiced their rites.  Just suppose that he made copious notes, took 
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lurid pictures of what he saw, then flew back home to write an article for 
the Indian counterpart of our popular journals under the title: “This Is 
Christianity in America.”  We should protest, and quite properly, that he 
was entirely unfair.  What he observed is neither typically American nor 
is it in the mainstream of Christian practice.  Yet he might well reply that 
he saw it in America, had documentary evidence for that, and the snake-
handlers not only claimed to be Christians but cited the Bible as authority 
for what they did!
My analogy is not altogether valid because Kali is acceptable to a 
great many modern Hindus whereas snake-handling is utterly eccentric 
in Christendom.  But the implication should be clear enough.  We are on 
much more solid ground when we compare the most attractive aspects 
of other religions with Christianity, and we need have no apprehension 
about doing so.  Our mission to the Hindus is not because they have Kali 
but because they do not have Christ.  And so, our mission to all non-
Christians is not because the ugly side of their religion is so depraved, but 
because the best in it is not good enough.
The effectiveness of our Christian world Mission is more than ever 
dependent upon a spirit of tolerance and fair play.  But it is no less dependent 
than ever upon solid convictions.  Christianity is not coterminous with 
tolerance.  As a matter of fact, here is inevitable and essential intolerance 
about affirming that only Christ is sufficient for the whole world’s ends, and 
on that affirmation we stand.  I have heard Mahatma Gandhi described by 
Americans as “one of the greatest Christians of modern times.”  Surely, we 
accomplish nothing constructive by attributing Christian faith to otherwise 
noble people who do not profess it.  Gandhi never represented himself as 
a Christian, and he repeatedly affirmed his Hindu faith.  I should prefer 
to take his own word for it, to honor him for what he was and not ascribe 
to him what he denied.  A resolution to acknowledge virtue in the other 
religions wherever we find it is commendable, but let us not come to the 
untenable conclusion that everything virtuous is therefore Christian.  The 
uniqueness of Christian faith is what justifies our Mission to the world.  It 
is the standard by which everything must be measured.
KEEPING THE PURPOSE CLEAR
The Church in Mission is responsible to Christ and is not properly 
the agent of any cultural or political order.  There has often been some 
confusion about this inside as well as outside of the Church.  Missionaries 
of an earlier day were sometimes described by both friends and foes as 
servants of colonialism.  The dining room steward on a large British ship 
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during my first trip to Africa said with evident pride when he learned 
of my destination: “Missionaries are empire builders.”  He meant it as a 
sincere compliment and I have no doubt that he regarded empire building 
as a very noble vocation.  But he was wrong about missionaries.  They have 
a higher responsibility than to king and country, or to the democratic way 
of life – to anything except Christ and his Church.
The old-fashioned form of colonialism is rapidly disappearing 
and to argue further that missionaries are not properly its agents would 
be beating a dead horse.  But in every generation, we are tempted to 
identify the Church’s Mission with some objective, which is eccentric to 
the real purpose.  Most recently, it is to help make the world safe from 
Communism.  I introduce this matter with some hesitation because I have 
very strong convictions about the evils of Marxist Communism.  It is an 
outspoken enemy of all religion, including Christianity.  Its totalitarian rule 
is an intolerable denial of basic human freedoms.  Yet, to declare that the 
Christian Mission is to “keep Communism out” is no less naive than to say 
that missionaries are “empire builders.”  Suppose, though it is an altogether 
dubious supposition, that the Church could now stop the encroachment 
of Communism everywhere in the world.  Would that then constitute the 
fulfillment of our Mission?  Surely, the task is more positive than that. 
Did not Jesus have something to say about the futility ofsweeping evil 
spirits from a house unless the house could be forthwith occupied by good 
spirits?  Risking a badly mixed metaphor, one never grows a garden by 
merely pulling out weeds.  That would be nothing but an invitation to 
more weeds unless good seed is also planted and the garden is cultivated 
and nourished.  The encroachment of Communism ought to be stopped, 
no mistake about that.  But the Church has more urgent business.  It is 
more important to be pro-Christian than anti-anything, ultimately more 
important to build than to destroy.  It is better to light a candle than to rail 
against the darkness.  We should be alert to the danger of any totalitarian 
virus, but not so preoccupied with fighting it that we neglect positive 
Christian witness.
While we are on this subject, much of the anti-Communist clamor 
in America is unwarrantable name-calling.  It seems to me that Christians 
have a solemn obligation to learn and to explain what Communism is and, 
conversely, what it is not.  We cannot justify the hysteria in which people 
carelessly label “Communistic” almost anything, which is unconventional 
or politically left-of-center – or just unpleasant.  Some ofthe revolutionary 
movements in today’s world are transparently or even admittedly Marxist, 
but there are others which are completely unrelated to Communism.  We 
have the responsibility of Christian integrity to distinguish among them 
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and to avoid careless labeling.  Guilt by association has no weight even in 
a secular court and it certainly should not have the approval of a Christian 
conscience.  Some revolutionary movements are thoroughly honorable. 
Biblical Christianity itself is revolutionary for that matter.  Christians 
were once accused of turning the world upside down!  If that charge is no 
longer made of us, or even if it is not made often enough, what then are 
the evidences of our salvation?  Defending the status quo as though it were 
impeccable is not a worthwhile solution to any problem.
A healthy missionary concern for people who are caught in every 
kind of totalitarian web, including communism, is one of the fires, which 
need kindling.  While hating the systems that enslave people, we are not 
authorized to hate the victims.  Even their leaders and oppressors are still 
potential recipients of God’s grace to forgive and power to change.  To regard 
them otherwise is a denial of Christian faith.  Probably our best opportunity 
is in maintaining such fellowship as we can with the Christians who live 
behind iron or bamboo curtains.  The newly established membership of 
the Russian Orthodox Church in the World Council of Churches should 
be heartily welcomed.  Every possibility of communication is to be desired 
because we must remember that an iron curtain blocks the view from both 
directions.  It is still required of us that we “do good to all men, especially 
to those who are of the household of faith.”
ACCEPTING THE COST OF DISCIPLESHIP
Real Christian witness is always costly.  For some in every generation 
it has meant and it never means less than sacrifice in commitment to the 
will of Christ.  Rational people will not go about seeking martyrdom for its 
own sake, but Christian disciples will be unable to forget that their Lord 
once said:
He who loves father or mother more than me is not worthy 
of me; and he who loves son or daughter more than me is 
not worthy of me; and he who does not take his cross and 
follow me is not worthy of me.  He who finds his life will 
lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find it.
We Americans are accused of having become soft and flabby. 
Odious comparisons are often made between our complacency and 
the willingness of Communists to die if be for their cause.  Even some 
Christians in Eastern Europe, notably theologian Joseph Hromodka of 
Czechoslovakia, affirm that the West is in decline because we have lost our 
spiritual dynamic – that we are more interested in security and affluence 
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than in the adventure of faith.  This charge is not entirely fair, I am 
convinced, but it is sobering at least and it contains a prophetic warning 
to the Church in Mission.  How much are we willing to sacrifice for the 
cause of Christ?
American missionaries abroad now serve, on the average, for less 
than fifteen years.  In the Orient, this means hardly more than seven or 
eight years of efficient service after language study.  Of course, there are 
those who still serve forty years or longer, and some who withdraw early 
from service do so because of ill health or other circumstances quite beyond 
their control.  But too many young appointees begin their work on a “trial-
marriage” basis, not counting the cost of discipleship in far places.  Like John 
Mark of New Testament times, when they encounter discouragements and 
humiliations at some modern Pamphylia they cannot resist the temptation 
to return to the pleasanter environment of their own Jerusalems.
Lest we become too critical, let us consider that in some ways 
missionary service is harder today than ever before.  Modern improvement 
of travel conditions and disease control in other parts of the world do not 
really compensate for the unpleasantness born of new social turmoil.  The 
basic problem of these young missionaries is reflected in the churches where 
they grow up.  The softness of American Christians is less physical than 
spiritual.  We are glad enough to help the people who evidently appreciate 
help, but we lack an in-season-and-out-of-season steadfastness to go on 
serving where we are unwelcomed or even unwanted by the majority.  And 
this is what it takes.  Call it “a passion for souls” if you are willing to be old 
fashioned about it, or find a phrase, which is more palatable, but it amounts 
to exactly that.  Where we have the adequate spiritual dynamic, almost any 
of us is physically tough enough to stand up against all contingencies.  But 
where we undertake any kind of Christian service on the basis of I’ll-see-
how-I-like-it-before-I-make-any-final-commitments, the prognosis for 
effectiveness is rather dim.  Some new fires need to be kindled.
There is another aspect to the costliness of discipleship, which 
should be brought into the open for at least brief examination.  This has to 
do with the resistance of otherwise Christian parents when their children 
want to embrace church-related vocations including, and perhaps chiefly, 
missionary service.  We may as well admit that the prestige of this calling 
is no longer as persuasive an inducement as it once was to accept limited 
financial remuneration.  The cost of a college education is now so great 
for almost everyone that the earning capacity of other professions has 
become an irresistible ambition to many parents whose children are better 
able to retain their idealism.  I have no panaceas to suggest for exorcising 
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this particular demon.  Maybe “this kind can come forth by nothing but 
by prayer and fasting.”  But we need somehow to learn that Christian 
stewardship is much more than an annual pledge to the church budget.  It 
also involves a dedication of time, talents – and offspring – to the cause of 
Christ.
CHRISTIAN VOCATION AND MISSIONARY RESPONSIBILITY
Missionary service has never been the exclusive prerogative of those 
formally appointed and commissioned by mission boards.  In Apostolic 
times unordained Christians went everywhere in the Roman Empire as 
tradesmen, slaves, soldiers in Caesar’s legions, and they witnessed as they 
went.  For every one person like Paul, Silas, Barnabas and John Mark, 
who were specifically commissioned by the Church, there were thousands 
whose only commissioning was God’s clear call to discipleship through 
whatever occupation and lot befell them.  This is still the case, and present-
day opportunities for “unofficial” missionary service are unlimited.  But the 
fact remains that professional missionaries, in the best sense of that term, 
are still needed.  Where there has been a decline in applicants of superior 
caliber, I am persuaded that it is because we have not been energetic or 
persuasive enough about inviting young people to consider this need.  I 
am aware of the widespread objection to the use of the term “recruitment” 
in this context and I share it.  Perhaps “enlistment” is a better word to 
describe it.  It is God who ultimately calls anyone to Christian service.  But 
I know that the Holy Spirit still works through human channels and, in 
my observation that is his normal modus operandi.
In recent years most of our churches have been emphasizing 
Christian vocation in broader and generally healthier terms than was the 
case a generation ago.  We have properly insisted that it is not limited to 
the ordained ministry or any other professional status popularly designated 
as “full-time Christian service.”  We have rightly said that it means serving 
Christ in and through one’s occupation whatever it is and wherever one 
happens to live – that every Christian, ideally at least, is in full-time 
service.  All of that is undeniably true, and it is a concept, which must not 
again become obscured.  But it may now be backfiring in an unexpected 
way by discouraging applicants for regular appointment in the traditional 
sense.  Such applicants are needed now and they will be indispensable for 
a long, long time to come.  One of the most important services Christians 
can render is steadfast, dedicated enlistment of their most promising 
youth for missionary service abroad.  This is the responsibility of pastors 
and layman alike, and it should be taking place in every local church. 
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Important vocational decisions are often made before college age, and 
so the enlistment responsibility should not be delegated entirely to the 
campus ministry.  The local church fellowship and, best of all, Christian 
families, are the best environment in which to nourish a call to missionary 
service.
Yet, even the most spectacular increase in applicants for 
traditional missionary appointment will not fulfill the Church’s Mission. 
Every Christian layman has an important responsibility for Christian 
expansion today as in the first century, no matter where he lives.  Each 
year more Americans than ever before go abroad.  And one in every seven 
Americans now lives in some other country for a significant length of 
time.  This is a very impressive total of people serving under the auspices 
of government, industry, trade, professional projects, international service, 
and their number is likely to increase.  Think of the possibilities in this for 
the Mission of the Church.  These people are not regarded by anyone as 
professional religionists, and hence they have easy access to circles where 
regularly commissioned missionaries may be less welcome.  They are readily 
admitted to some parts of the world otherwise closed to the missionary 
movement.  Is it not safe to assume that many of them are Christians and 
that they could do more than they are now doing about it?
Many people ignore their responsibility as Christians and even 
relax their moral standards when they are a long way from home.  The 
old colonial era bore ample testimony to that fact, and the reputation of 
American tourists abroad suggests that it is still a problem.  But some 
people really want to know how they can best witness to their Christian 
faith during a brief or longer sojourn in another part of the world, and this 
preparation should be made available to them.  One of the simplest and 
most important services is to tell prospective world travelers more about 
the Church in lands they expect to visit.  An unfortunately large number 
of tourists see nothing more than the spots recommended by travel agents 
and are utterly oblivious to the work of the Church in far places.  Even the 
briefest visit affords opportunity for some kind of witness if nothing but a 
spontaneous and friendly expression of fellowship with other Christians.
American Christians who are long-term residents of other lands 
have a greater responsibility.  The tendency of so many who live abroad is 
to remain in little social enclaves of their own compatriots, aloof from the 
affairs of other people.  Feeling less at home in another language, they are 
inclined to worship exclusively in congregations of the same people.  The 
American Church in any foreign city undoubtedly serves an important 
place as a home-away-from-home.  But such congregations have a more 
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important obligation to participate heartily in the wider Christian fellowship 
of their host lands.  The common failure of their members to effect this 
relationship indicates that they left America without adequate preparation 
for it in their home churches.  Some of the major denominations now 
provide systematic training in Overseas Churchmanship, and this should 
be greatly extended.
Unofficial participation in the life of overseas churches can turn 
out to be an immeasurable rich experience.  Mr. and Mrs. Barr, warm-
hearted Christian laymen from Wisconsin, have lived for several years in 
one of the smaller cities of Brazil.  Mr. Barr is an agricultural economist, 
working under The United Nations’ Farm and Agriculture as a consultant 
to the Bank of Brazil.  The area in which they live is poor and drought 
stricken.  Four years ago a major drought reduced much of the population 
to starvation level.  In this emergency one of the local missionaries 
purchased a very large tract of land with the help of Church World Service 
and his own Mission Board.  On this land he settled a hundred families, 
erected a few simple buildings, and began a crucial irrigation project. 
The missionary, by his own frank admission, knew very little about the 
technical side of farming.  He simply did what he could in the face of 
pressing need.  But Mr. Barr knew a great deal about it, and his voluntary 
assistance was invaluable.  The net result was dramatic rehabilitation of a 
hundred families, growth in the church of that area, and a satisfying daily 
association of the Barrs with Brazilian Christians who became their warm 
personal friends.  What a contrast between that and the monotonous 
existence of our compatriots abroad who spend their leisure in little more 
than arranging cocktail parties with other Americans or lamenting that 
there are not enough others around to make a congenial party!  The Barrs 
have specialized skills to contribute.  But even those of us who are not so 
equipped can find untold opportunities for service wherever we live.  This 
is a time for reappraisal of missionary responsibility, more resourceful and 
imaginative dedication on the part of every Christian.
